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Organic Farm Management Practices and  
National Organic Program Rules 

 
Harriet Behar, organic outreach coordinator 

Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Service (MOSES) 
PO Box 339, Spring Valley, WI 54767                   608-872-2164     harriet@mosesorganic.org 

 
A. New organic vegetable farmers come from a variety of backgrounds, home gardeners who want to 
expand into larger commercial production, people who are attracted to farming and do not have a lot of 
experience in gardening or farming but want to start out in organic vegetable production, and experienced 
nonorganic vegetable producers who are wanting to transition some or all of their farm to organic.  

B. Organic vegetables have been grown on land that has not had prohibited substances on it for a 
minimum of 3 years prior to the HARVEST of the crop.  Prohibited substances are typically synthetic 
substances that are not allowed under the law and include chemical fertilizers, synthetic herbicides and 
insecticides.  It is important to document, as close as possible, the last date of prohibited substance 
application, in order to be able to prove to the certification agency when the 36 months free of prohibited 
applications has passed, and the subsequent harvests can be sold as organic.  This is especially important 
for vegetable growers who would want to have early season crops such as lettuce or spinach, which might 
need to be harvested before the land is 36 months free of prohibited substances. Planning crops for the 
first year of organic production that might be sold as organic should be done carefully. 

C. All synthetic materials are prohibited unless they have been specially approved by the USDA National 
Organic Program and are written on the National List of substances for organic agriculture.  All natural 
products are allowed, unless they are specifically listed as prohibited on this same list.  This list can be 
found on the USDA National Organic Program website, http://www.ams.usda.gov/nop or from any 
organic certification agency. Prohibited substances also include items such as seeds treated with captan, 
thiram or with genetically modified rhizobial bacteria. During the years that a farmer is transitioning to 
organic, all organic regulations must be followed, documentation that no prohibited materials were used, 
such as seed packages, is helpful.   

D. Organic farming is much more than what you cannot use, but instead a proactive management system 
based on ecologically sound practices in concert with use of natural or approved synthetic inputs.  Soil 
fertility is approached not only to feed the current year’s crop, but also to continuously build organic 
matter and improve soil tilth through the use of green manure plowdowns, crop rotations as well as use of 
animal manures, plant materials and compost.  Balancing of soil nutrients using natural mined crushed 
rocks (lime, rock phosphate etc.) is also permitted.  Organic vegetable growers need to document on maps 
where crops are planted from year to year, in order to make sure their crop rotation avoids the planting of 
the same pest and disease hosts in subsequent years.  Vegetable crops are heavy feeders and good soil 
stewardship, such as incorporation of green manures, will pay off in healthy crops and lessened insect 
pressures. Resources on organic production requirements and practices can be found at the National 
Organic Program website (www.ams.usda.gov/nop) from MOSES (www.mosesorganic.org or 715-772-
3153) and from ATTRA (www.attra.ncat.org or 800-346-9140).  



E. Organic seeds must be used when you are growing an organic crop (they are not mandated during the 
transition years).  This includes any green manure seeds such as rye that may not be harvested, but are 
still grown on organic land.  The only exception here is when you cannot find the specific variety or type 
of seed you wish to grow and can prove with documentation or phone logs or seed catalogs that you did a 
good faith effort to find the organic seed.  In no case are GMO or seeds treated with non-approved, 
synthetic substances permitted during the transition years, nor for an organic crop.   High price is not an 
acceptable reason to not buy organic seed.  

F.  Organic transplants must be used when selling an organic crop.  Nonorganic tubers or rhizomes can be 
used for an organic crop, if you can prove they are not available as organic.  Perennial crops such as 
strawberries must either be organic plants or have been under organic management on your land for 1 
year before an organic harvest can be taken.  Understanding your pest and disease challenges can aid you 
in choosing appropriate seed varieties. 

G. Use of manures and the definition of compost is very strictly regulated under the US organic law.  If 
the edible portion of the crop is in contact with soil particles (and this would include splashing that might 
occur from rain or irrigation for tall or trellised crops), then manure cannot be applied any sooner to the 
soil than 120 days before the harvest of the crop.  This would include all root crops such as potatoes and 
carrots and most vegetables where you eat the skin, such as peppers, tomatoes or squash.  If the edible 
portion of the crop is not in contact with soil particles (such as sweet corn which is inside a husk), then 
the organic crop cannot be harvested sooner than 90 days after the application of raw manure.   

H.  All animal waste based inputs are seen as raw manure unless there is documentation they meet the 
compost or processed manure definitions.  Compost has a 25 or 40 to 1 carbon to nitrogen ratio which had 
a temperature of 130 degrees for 15 days and was turned 5 times.  Piled aged manure, even if it appears 
composted, is not NOP compost unless it was made according to the rules.  Processed manure is heated to 
165 degrees or to 150 degrees for one hour or is documented to contain less than 1000 most probable 
number (MPN) fecal coliform and 3 MPN Salmonella per 4 grams.  When buying compost or processed 
manures, obtain the above documentation before using it on vegetables.  NOP compliant compost or 
approved processed manures can be applied up until the day of harvest. 

I.  All components of your potting mix must be allowed for organic production.  Clear documentation that 
the product does not have prohibited synthetic fertilizers, wetting agents or had been treated with 
fungicides is needed for each item in the potting mix.  There are suppliers of both ingredients for potting 
mixes as well as complete potting mixes that are approved for organic production.  Check the OMRI 
website www.omri.org or with your certification agent. 

J. Weed control can be a challenge, especially for fine seeded and slow germinating vegetable crops.  
There are many mechanical tools from tractor driven to rototillers and hand tools for the vegetable 
grower.  Plan your weed control realistically, with your acreage, your rows or beds fitting your equipment 
and your own physical capabilities.   Mulching is another possibility, with nonorganic mulch allowed as 
long as it does not pose a risk of having recent applications of herbicides, such as lawn clippings.  Plastic 
mulch of all types are allowed, but must be removed at the end of the harvest season.  Use of cover crops 
and inter-seeding can also aid the vegetable grower build organic matter and smother unwanted weeds. 

 
 



K. The organic regulation mandates that a specific pest control hierarchy be used, starting with cultural 
controls (ex. seed varieties), mechanical controls (ex. use of row covers or by flaming or hand picking) or 
biological (ex. use of beneficial insects).  If these methods are documented as ineffective, then natural 
inputs can be used and if these are not effective, then approved synthetics can be used.  For pest control 
products, both the active ingredients and the inerts must be allowed.  The acceptability of brand name 
products should be verified either with your certification agent or the product may be listed with OMRI, 
www.omri.org. 

L. Documentation is an important aspect of organic farming, and during the transition years, a record 
keeping system can be developed which suits your operation. Small pocket calendars or spiral notebooks 
can be used for the field activities, inputs, storage and sales information that will be needed once the farm 
is certified for organic.  These records are a valuable historical reference detailing your farm’s unique 
growing conditions and aid you in making yearly management decisions.  

 M. If you plan to sell more than $5000 year of organically labeled products, your farm must to be 
certified organic.  If you sell less than $5000, you still must meet all USDA regulations for organic 
production, but are not mandated to be certified and inspected.  You can choose to contact a certification 
agency at the beginning of the three-year transition, or you can wait until early in the third year to do so. 

 

 



 

 
 

 
Organic Certification and Preparing a Farm Plan 

 
Vicki Morrone and John Biernbaum 

Michigan State University 
 
The following information was prepared for the 2007 Great Lakes Fruit and Vegetable Expo as a guide to 
help farmers interested in the process of transitioning to or starting a farm production system that is 
certified as organic under the USDA National Organic Program (NOP). For any food or produce to be 
labeled or sold as organic the production practices must be certified organic by an accredited U.S. 
certifying agency.  If the production system is not certified then you cannot label produce as organic but 
can inform the buyer or customer of your production practices. If you gross less than $5000 in produce 
sales then you are exempt from organic certification, but are still required to follow the record keeping 
standards of the NOP.  To export organic produce or products outside the U.S organic certification is 
required by the export location, such as JAS certification is for exportation to Japan and IFOAM 
certification is to export to any country in the European Union.   
 
Seven Steps to Organic Certification 
 
Step 1. Develop a Basic Organic Farm Plan and Use Organic Production Methods.  According to the 
NOP rule, the farming process is certified organic and not the actual produce. In other words the produce 
is labeled as produced with organic farming methods. If the land has not been previously farmed or had 
any non-approved chemicals applied it can be certified organic in the first growing season.  Land 
conventionally farmed can be certified after the third year of organic farming or three years after any non-
allowed chemicals have been applied. The application and inspection can occur before the completion of 
the third year and if all requirements are met, produce harvested after the completion of the third year can 
be sold as organic.  The Michigan Department of Agriculture can assist with questions. Contact Colleen 
Collier at CollierC@michigan.gov , or visit http://www.michigan.gov/mda/0,1607,7-125-1567--,00.html  
for information about organic agriculture.  Questions about organic production in Michigan may also be 
addressed at the web site www.michiganorganic.msu.edu  or contact Vicki Morrone, the MSU organic 
outreach specialist at 517-353-3542 or sorrone@msu.edu.  Additional valuable electronic sources of 
information including ATTRA and “How to go Organic” are provided later in this document. 
 
Step 2. Select and contact a USDA organic certifying agency. Start this process at the same time as 
step 1. A list of certifiers registered with the Michigan Department of Agriculture is available at the MDA 
website http://www.michigan.gov/mda.  First, review the available certifiers and ask the following 
questions to decide which agency will offer the best service for you. Once you choose an agency, request 
an application.  Many certifiers provide application forms on-line.  Remember that the fees you pay are 
for their service so rely on them for the answers to your questions about the application and their 
requirements.  Compare certifiers carefully as they vary in the types of farms they have certified in the 
past, if they are “for profit” or “not for profit”, and the number of years that they have been certifying 
farms. The fee schedule varies and may include a percent of sales in addition to the inspection and 
certification process. New Farm www.newfarm.org  is an on-line magazine produced by Rodale Institute 
which offers a searchable on-line background and comparison of a majority of the NOP accredited 
organic certifying agencies (see right-side of their web page). 



Some Questions to Ask When Selecting a Certifying Agency  
• Do they certify and have experience with your farm or business type? Certifiers are often accredited 

in either specialty crops, field crops, livestock or processing and handling. 
• What personal service do they offer?  Will someone respond to your questions promptly?  
• Do they have enough inspectors so you will receive a quality inspection and in a timely manner? 
• Do they have deadlines for certification each year or can you apply at any time?  
• What is their cost of certification?  
• If you have international markets do they offer the needed certification? 
 
Step 3. Prepare a detailed farm plan application.  The farm plan is the basis for describing the 
organic production system and certification.  The plan is similar to a business plan as it indicates how 
the land was managed three years prior and what the plans are for the current and future years.  ATTRA 
http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/OrgPlanTempEnc1.doc  offers an example of a 16 pg Organic Systems 
Plan (OSP) but most certifiers provide a specific form to use. The farm plan information is useful when 
deciding crop rotations, how different varieties or breeds perform on your farm and which farm 
practices work well and which do not.  The information contained in the farm plan needs to be 
maintained and supported by receipts and invoices.   

Development of a “specialty crops” organic system plan:   
   (Organic System Plans are also available for field crops, livestock and processing.) 
 Section 1. General Information – contacts, crops produced, directions to farm, etc 
 Section 2. Farm Plan Information – detailed histories of soil management and crop rotations 
  Field Maps showing locations of all organic fields and buffer zones if needed.  
  Field history tables showing crop rotations and fertility management. 
 Section 3. Seeds and Seed Treatments – documentation of purchase of organic seeds. 
  Includes receipts and evidence of efforts to find organic seed. 
 Section 4. Source of Seedlings and Planting Stock – documentation of production or purchase 
 Section 5. Soil and Crop Fertility Management 
    A. General; B: Manure; C: Compost; D: Natural Resources; E: Effectiveness 
 Section 6. Crop Management:   
  A. Rotations; B: Weeds; C: Pests; D: Diseases; 
 Section 7. Organic Integrity:  A: Adjoining Land; B: Split Operations; C: Equipment; 
   D: Harvest/Yield; E: Post Harvest;    F: Storage; G: Transportation; 
  Yield and harvest records are key; separate cold storage and transportation required. 
 Section 8. Record Keeping System – a certifiable audit trail must be well established. 
  Evidence to document movement from a particular field including lot numbers. 
 Section 9. Affirmation of compliance with organic requirements 
 
Step 4. Submit the application and fees.  Make a copy of your documents for future use prior to 
submitting the forms. Be aware that an inspection may not occur for several weeks or months. The 
Michigan Department of Agriculture may have a federal cost share program for reimbursement of the 
cost of inspection. When in effect, it will pay 75% of the cost to certify, up to $500 per certification. 
Here is the web site with the application: http://www.michigan.gov/mda   or call (517)373-0280.  
 
Step 5. Complete the Inspection. Your application will be reviewed by the certification agency to assure 
that you have followed the NOP guidelines.  A trained inspector will be assigned to your farm and then 
perform an on-site inspection with you. The inspector may be an independent inspector contracted by the 
certifier or may be an employee of the certifier. It is important that you allow time in your schedule to 
participate in the inspection and have your records available for their review by the inspector. You should 
allow four hours or more for the inspection, depending on the size and various aspects of your operation.  



Step 6. Receive certification status notification. Upon completion of the review process, you will 
receive a letter from your certification agency. If you need to have a decision by a certain date for sale of 
materials, you need to work with your certifier to schedule the inspection and leave adequate time (may 
be several months) for completion of the process. Some common reasons that you may not receive 
certification include the use of treated seed or the use of a prohibited substance. 
 
Step 7. Register and Post “Organic Farm – Do not spray” signs for Your Farm.  Once your farm is 
certified organic you are required to complete an application for the Certified Organic Farm Registry with 
Michigan Department of Agriculture. The registration form and information are found at  
http://www.michigan.gov/documents/05ORGANICform_115123_7.FOR.pdf This is an annual 
registration due by March each year. This registration allows you to sell your produce in Michigan.  For 
the road commission and drain commission to know the location of your organic farm you can register 
with MDA by calling Marie White at 517-241-1169 or go to http://www.michigan.gov/mda/0,1607,7-
125-1569_25516-12376--,00.html .  
 
Information Sources  
1. U.S.D.A. National Organic Program (NOP) www.ams.usda.gov/nop/NOP/NOPhome.html   
Regulations for U.S. organic farms and businesses, The National Organic Program list, and the complete 
USDA guidelines for certified organic food.  
2. www.attra.org is a USDA site that offers fact sheets on all aspects and types of organic farming and 
marketing relevant in the U.S. including farm plan templates.  Two valuable publications include “The 
Organic Certification Process” and “Preparing for an Organic Inspection: Steps and Checklists”. 
3. Organic Material Review Institute (OMRI), www.omri.org  has a searchable site of products allowed in 
organic production such as sprays and soil amendments. Always get the approval from your certifying 
agency before using any new product even when it is listed by OMRI. 
4. Midwest Organic and Sustainable Education Services (MOSES) www.mosesorganic.org offers 
valuable publications and technical resources and a calendar of events pertaining to organic agriculture. 
5. www.michiganorganic.msu.edu is a site hosted by Michigan State University, C.S. Mott Group at MSU 
where you will find fact sheets about all aspects of organic vegetable and field crop production and 
organic certification. The site also offers a calendar of upcoming educational programs in and around 
Michigan and information on organic production in Michigan..  
6. New Ag Network, www.new-ag.msu.edu is a production newsletter for and by organic and sustainable 
vegetable, crop farmers and extension educators in the Great Lakes Region  
7. New Farm www.NEWFARM.org  is an on-line magazine produced by Rodale Institute offering farm 
related information that can help you identify organic farm practices and ideas how to grow quality 
organic produce and crops. This site also offers comparison of the various organic certifying agencies (see 
right-side of their web page).  The Rodale Institute will also be introducing an online course to help 
farmers with the transition to organic and information will likely be available at NEWFARM. 
8. The Organic Trade Association (OTA) has provided a web site to assist farmers with organic transition.  
http://www.howtogoorganic.com  
9. Michigan Organic Food and Farming Alliance, www.MOFFA.org is a Michigan-based organization of 
farmers and consumers to promote organic and local food and build connections among healthy people, 
communities and the environment.  The Minnesota Guide to Organic Certification is available at the 
MOFFA site and is valuable resource as a free electronic file. 
 
For further information about certifying your farm or production of organic vegetables or grain you can 
contact Vicki Morrone at 517-353-3542 at Michigan State University, Dept of CARRS, East Lansing, MI 
48824. sorrone@msu,edu or visit www.michiganorganic.msu.edu for fact sheets and information about 
all aspects of organic farming and organic certification. 




